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Abstract
Tactical forecasting in supply chain management supports planning for in-
ventory, scheduling production, and raw material purchase, amongst other
functions. It typically refers to forecasts up to 12 months ahead. Traditional
forecasting models take into account univariate information extrapolating
from the past, but cannot anticipate macroeconomic events, such as steep
increases or declines in national economic activity. In practice this is coun-
tered by using managerial expert judgement, which is well known to suffer
from various biases, is expensive and not scalable. This paper evaluates mul-
tiple approaches to improve tactical sales forecasting using macro-economic
leading indicators. The proposed statistical forecast selects automatically
both the type of leading indicators, as well as the order of the lead for each
of the selected indicators. However as the future values of the leading indica-
tors are unknown an additional uncertainty is introduced. This uncertainty
is controlled in our methodology by restricting inputs to an unconditional
forecasting setup. We compare this with the conditional setup, where future
indicator values are assumed to be known and assess the theoretical loss of
forecast accuracy. We also evaluate purely statistical model building against
judgement aided models, where potential leading indicators are pre-filtered
by experts, quantifying the accuracy-cost trade-off. The proposed framework
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improves on forecasting accuracy over established time series benchmarks,
while providing useful insights about the key leading indicators. We eval-
uate the proposed approach on a real case study and find 18.8% accuracy
gains over the current forecasting process.
Keywords: Forecasting, Tactical planning, Leading indicators, LASSO,
Variable selection
1. Introduction
Sales forecasting is among the fundamental inputs for planning decisions
throughout the supply chain. Estimating future demand more accurately is
critical for meeting it, while minimising inventory and other related costs.
These demand estimates are often modelled based on historical patterns in
the data. However, including external information can improve the sales
forecast performance (Currie and Rowley, 2010), especially in volatile envi-
ronments. Earlier work has looked at including additional information from
within the supply chain, see for example Aviv (2001), Trapero et al. (2012)
and Williams et al. (2014); as well as price and promotional data (Huang
et al., 2014, Ma et al., 2015). Bertrand et al. (2015) discusses the impor-
tance of weather information in retail sales. The main focus of this stream
of research has been improving operational forecasts.
In contrast, tactical level dynamics can be different due to the nature
of planning, the relevant horizons and the business models. Macroeconomic
indicators can contain leading context information, such as changing global
economic conditions. Companies review their national markets looking at
the evolution and future expectations of economic indicators. These lead-
ing indicators are typically published on monthly or lower frequency, making
them too slow for forecasting for operational purposes. However, for medium
to long-term horizons, these macroeconomic indicators could enrich the fore-
casts. In several sectors tactical forecasting that supports plans for raw ma-
terials, labour, machine resources and financial planning, has a horizon of 3
to 12 months ahead. In this context macroeconomic information is relevant.
Often tactical level forecasts rely on univariate methods, which are un-
able to model changing conditions in a market. That forces organisations
to rely on expert adjustments for this purpose, which are characterised by
various biases and being unstructured (Fildes et al., 2009). In contrast to
a fully statistical approach, this human interaction increases the complexity
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of the forecasting process and severely limits the extent to which it can be
automated.
Our objective in this paper is to propose a methodology to automatically
generate forecasts for tactical horizons using relevant leading indicators and
investigate the benefits for the forecasting process. We argue that leading
indicators capture the driving forces of sales on a tactical level, but select-
ing the appropriate leading indicators and their respective lead order is not
trivial. Our contribution is three-fold. First, we propose a framework that
selects appropriate indicators, amongst tens of thousands, and copes with
the unknown future values of the selected indicators. The framework selects
the appropriate lead order of each indicator and takes into account typical
constraints of tactical forecasting for supply chain management. Second, we
compare fully statistical selection of indicators against human-aided selec-
tion, where human experts pre-select useful indicators from which the statis-
tical model subsequently identifies the final set of useful indicators. Third,
we assess the theoretical loss of accuracy between realistic forecasting and if
we were to assume that the future values of indicators were known.
We evaluate our framework using a case study of tactical forecasting of
a major supplier to a global tire manufacturer in the US and Europe. Their
Sales and Operation Planning (S&OP) cycle requires a 12 month forecast
to plan labour, machine capacity and raw materials, with the latter having
a lead time of 4 to 6 months. We use a pool of 67,851 macro-economic
indicators to enhance the current forecasting process.
We find that leading indicators can improve the final forecast both in
terms of accuracy and insights, despite the relatively short history of sales and
massive set of potential indicators. Our analysis also suggests that human
experts can add value in pre-identifying relevant broad groups of indicators,
from which a smaller set is subsequently identified using a statistical model.
The rest of the paper is organised as follows. In the next section, we review
relevant literature. In section 3, we discuss the proposed methodology to
perform the selection of the macroeconomic variables and incorporate them
into a forecast model. In section 4, we introduce the case study, outline
the design of experiment and benchmark models. Findings are presented in
section 5 with concluding remarks following in section 6.
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2. Exogenous indicators in the literature
The potential of including external indicators has been explored in sales
forecasting, but limited work has been done on the level of tactical sales
forecasting. Nonetheless, there is a clear interest from industry. The surveys
of Dalrymple (1987) and Klassen and Flores (2001) report that 38% and 44%
of industrial firms respectively are already using leading indicators. Both
studies conclude that leading indicators are mostly used on longer strategic
forecasting horizons. Sanders and Manrodt (2003) show that 56% of the
companies in their sample consider leading indicators being important for
forecast formulation. Although these surveys indicate that companies see
value in leading indicators, none discuss how many indicators are considered,
or whether any statistical modelling is used. Furthermore, organisations
indicate that there is a lack of methods that are capable of leveraging external
data, which is currently typically done at a strategic level by judgemental
means, even if this compromises forecast accuracy (Weller and Crone, 2012).
Including leading indicators in a forecasting model introduces two mod-
elling stages. The first stage is the selection of the appropriate leading indi-
cators from the complete set of potential ones. The second stage models their
importance and impact accordingly. Ng et al. (2008) notes that models using
leading indicators introduce additional uncertainties in both stages. Signif-
icant economic indicators might be omitted, and interdependence between
them can increase the modelling difficulty. Revisions of economic policies,
evolution of population habits or changes of national economic structures can
also alter the behaviour of macroeconomic indicators. This complicates the
formulation of forecasts even further.
Intuition and expert judgement can help in selecting such variables. How-
ever, the sheer volume of potential indicators, further inflated by considering
lagged realisations, makes the selection very difficult and labour intensive.
This is particularly relevant when scalability and automation of forecasting
is desirable. Nevertheless, incorporating market intelligence and other avail-
able information has great potential to improve the sales forecasts (Fildes
et al., 2009). To assess these market insights, forecasting experts base their
judgement often on the economic expectations, numerically represented in
economic indicators (Lawrence et al., 2000). However, Leitner and Leopold-
Wildburger (2011) show that human experts make inefficient use of additional
information, such as leading indicators, making the forecasts less accurate.
Petropoulos et al. (2015) adds that forecasters can repeatedly make the same
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erroneous adjustments, based on inaccurate information. They persist in
their belief that large changes to the statistical forecast are needed, even
when forecasting accuracy evidence shows otherwise.
Trapero et al. (2013) argues that classes of managerial adjustments of uni-
variate statistical forecasts can be systematised through statistical modelling,
leading to less biased forecasts. Research on automated selection and mod-
elling of external variables has been mostly done for operational forecasting.
In several studies, external information as price and promotion improved the
operational forecast accuracy of retail sales (Huang et al., 2014, Lang et al.,
2015, Ali et al., 2009, Haupt et al., 2014, Trapero et al., 2014, Kourentzes and
Petropoulos, 2015, Weber et al., 2017). To cope with limited historical data,
Guo et al. (2013) uses prices, product information and economic indexes to
improve fashion forecasts. Macroeconomic information also has been used
in improving forecasting: Yap and Allen (2011) found some indicators to be
relevant in forecasting turning points of Australian tourism demand, while
Naser (2015) found energy consumption on a macro level contains predic-
tive information for national economic growth. However, to the best of our
knowledge, limited work has been done on including exogenous leading in-
dicators on tactical and strategic sales forecasting that this paper aims to
address.
There are several approaches to select amongst multiple potentially useful
variables in the literature. Stepwise regression is very widely used and easy
to implement, but it has been criticised for being likely to retain irrelevant
variables (Huang et al., 2014). Another drawback of stepwise regression is
that it does not scale up to big datasets. Furthermore, the stepwise selec-
tion strategy has been shown to lead to high variance solutions that can
potentially overfit to the estimation sample and may have poor forecasting
performance (Hastie et al., 2011). Creating individual regressions and com-
bining their forecasts as described in Elliott et al. (2013) is computationally
demanding, and gives limited insight in the driving forces of sales.
In the econometric literature, forecasting macroeconomic variables with
many predictors relies mainly on Principal Component Analysis (PCA) pre-
processing of the regression inputs, exemplified by Stock and Watson (1998;
2002a;b; 2006; 2012), Forni and Reichlin (1996; 1998), Bai and Ng (2002;
2006; 2008), Bai (2003), Boivin and Ng (2006), among others. By highly
reducing the dimensionality of the problem using PCA, only a small number
of orthogonal inputs remain as inputs. Nonetheless, most of the papers do
not consider more than 500 predictors, as the initial sets of variables are
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reduced judgementally. For instance, Lu et al. (2012) documents that expert
opinion is used to select relevant indicators. PCA has also been used in a
promotional forecasting context by Trapero et al. (2014) and Kourentzes and
Petropoulos (2015). Boivin and Ng (2006) found that including more predic-
tors to estimate the common factors makes them less useful for forecasting.
In addition, PCA does not result in directly interpretable model coefficients,
as these need to be post-processed to be accounted to the original variables.
An alternative approach that can cope with variable selection when the
number of inputs is very large is shrinkage, often implemented using LASSO
regression. LASSO has been successfully applied for operational sales fore-
casting with external information. Huang et al. (2014) and Ma et al. (2015)
effectively dealt with the variable selection problem, measuring the impact
of each variable individually. In forecasting macroeconomic variables LASSO
has been found useful in selecting relevant predictors (Mol et al., 2008, Li
and Chen, 2014, Bai and Ng, 2008, Bulligan et al., 2015). In recent years, the
LASSO model has attracted increasingly more interest in a variety of large
data problems (Tibshirani, 2011). Here, LASSO is promising because it gives
direct insight in the final model, in contrast to PCA, which is valuable to the
users of tactical sales forecasts. Therefore shrinkage is an attractive variable
selection approach for the problem at hand.
Table 1 provides an overview of the discussed literature on several criteria:
the input variable modelling approach, the context of the target variable and
the type of indicator variables. The table provides the frequency of the
target time series, the sample size, number of indicators, maximum order of
lags considered, and the forecast horizon. Note that the listed papers use
a relatively small set of external variables, and economic papers typically
use long time series history. Conversely, there is a distinct tactical sales
forecasting problem, where a very large set of potential predictor variables
are available to choose from, with only limited training sample available
from the sales history. There is very limited work in this context. This
is highlighted in the classification of table 1 that indicates how different
the problem characteristics of this paper are: selecting from a vast pool of






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































3. The proposed forecasting framework
3.1. Model inputs
We organise the information that will be included in the forecasting model
in three distinct classes: (i) seasonality information; (ii) autoregressive in-
formation; and (iii) leading indicators, as shown in figure 1 that provides a
flowchart of our approach. The figure shows how univariate information is
combined with external information in subsequent steps. There is a central
step where the option is available to insert judgemental preselection on the
external data. In the last steps of the modelling framework, the time shifts
’lags’ are constructed and an unconditional setup is employed, as explained
in section 3.2 below.
Figure 1: Methodology flowchart.
3.1.1. Seasonality information
In business forecasting seasonality is often an important source of variabil-
ity. Given the typically limited sample size of sales data, it is very challenging
to distinguish between stochastic and deterministic seasonality. From a mod-
elling perspective deterministic seasonality is modelled via (S − 1) seasonal
binary dummies, while stochastic seasonality can be modelled via two differ-
ent approaches. The first approach, appropriate when there is no seasonal
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unit root, includes the original variable with a seasonal lag, which results in
losing S data point from the training sample. The second approach takes the
seasonal difference of the time series yt − yt−s, and then models the differ-
enced series, potentially with additional seasonal lags. This results in losing
S data points by the differencing, and potentially another S data points by
including seasonal lags of the differenced variable. In this paper we opt to
implement deterministic seasonality via seasonal binary dummy variables, to
lose as few estimation points as possible, with minimal expected effect on
forecasting accuracy, due to the relatively small sample size that is typical
in business forecasting (Ghysels and Osborn, 2001).
This will be important when identifying important leading indicators.
The seasonal information can be excluded if unnecessary by the LASSO
regression, at the variable selection step.
3.1.2. Autoregressive information
We consider additional univariate information by including autoregres-
sive (AR) lags. While macroeconomic leading indicators are typically slow
moving, fast moving dynamics can be captured with appropriate AR terms.
Furthermore, in contrast to leading indicators, AR terms imply no addi-
tional data cost and therefore should be preferred to external variables, if
they contain similar information. The lag order is restricted to be smaller
than the seasonal lag, since the latter is modelled separately. To simplify
the variable selection step we pre-filter the potential AR inputs. This is
done by a stepwise search of AR terms with the Akaike Information Crite-
rion corrected for sample size (AICc), in line with the work by Burnham and
Anderson (2004). Other information criteria, such as the Akaike Information
Criterion (AIC) or the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) can be used as
alternatives (Burnham and Anderson, 2002) and there is no consensus as to
which is the best. We conducted a sensitivity analysis and found that AICc
performed adequately (see table 4), in line with the findings of Hurvich and
Tsai (1991) who compare the use of AICc, AIC and BIC for autoregressive
time series modelling, and argue in favour of using AICc. For further details
of the stepwise search for AR terms the reader is referred to Hyndman and
Khandakar (2008). The identified set of AR inputs is subsequently used as
inputs to the LASSO regression, which will evaluate which specific AR terms
are included in the final model.
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3.1.3. Leading indicators
The last step in building the inputs for LASSO in figure 1, is adding
the macroeconomic leading indicators. As the total set of potential inputs
can be very large, incorporating expert domain knowledge in the modelling
framework could reduce the total number of potential inputs. Since these
indicators will be further selected by the LASSO regression the expectation
is that experts do not have to perform a very detailed selection, but merely
reduce the set to broadly relevant indicators. Alternatively, if domain knowl-
edge is not available, the entire set of leading indicators can be fed to the
regression. In our methodology both options are considered, thus permitting
us to account the value added by experts.
These indicators are shifted in time, to model any leading dynamics to
the target sales variable. The appropriate leading effect of each indicator is
unknown. To resolve this we consider lagged versions of the indicators as in-
puts to the LASSO, which is tasked to identify the most useful lags. This is in
contrast to related research with LASSO, where dynamic effects are typically
captured in the error term through an Autoregressive Distributed Lag model
(Ma et al., 2015). Modelling the lead effect of the indicators simultaneous
with the indicators selection, instead of through the error term has two major
benefits: (i) the model is more transparent, providing business intelligence
to its users, as any lead effects are direct and easy to communicate; (ii) when
forecasting, the model tracks substantial changes in the indicators, such as
inflection points, timely due to the appropriate lead, and maps them to the
forecasts.
The forecasts of the LASSO models are produced by the linear regression:










where each of the three sums represents a different type of information, as
also shown in figure 1. The first sum over (S − 1) contains information from
the seasonal dummies Ds with seasonal length S, the sum over R contains
the autoregressive information that is included by lagging the original time
series. The last sum over P contains the exogenous inputs considered by the
model. Each input is a combination of an indicator and a lag.
3.2. Unconditional forecasts
Forecasts using leading indicators have a practical limitation: only in-
formation that is available at the time when the forecast was generated is
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available and can be used, as the future values of the leading indicators
are unknown. Figure 2 visualises this constraint. When forecasting horizon
h = 1, all the lagged indicators can be used. As the forecast horizon in-
creases, lower order lags can no longer be used, as they will have no data.
For instance, when forecasting horizon h = 12, only the indicator that is
lagged by 12 months is available and may be used. This setup is referred to
as unconditional or ex ante forecasting (Ord and Fildes, 2012). The main dif-
ference with conditional forecasting is that the latter assumes that all future
values of the indicators are known. Therefore, when forecasting 12 months














Figure 2: In the unconditional forecasting setup, when forecasting horizon h=1, the in-
dicators lag 1 up to lag 12 can be used. However, when forecasting horizon h=12, only
indicators with lag 12 can be used.
This limited data availability of macroeconomic indicators complicates
their use in industry and means that any forecasting model has to be refor-
mulated for each forecast horizon, using only appropriate lagged realisations
of the variables. In turn, this limits the available subset of indicators so that
only lags bigger or equal to the current forecast horizon are included. The
original non-shifted indicators are not used since they are contemporaneous
and therefore contain no useful leading information for the forecasts.
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This means that for longer horizons only long leads can be captured, as
any shorter dynamics are not available to the model, thus limiting the useful
information. Note that this limitation is not relevant to univariate lags,
and makes the use of the latter important in capturing any shorter-term
dynamics.
Furthermore, by constructing unconditional forecasts using only lagged
indicators, we avoid predicting all indicators separately. Apart from the
apparent computational benefits and not introducing any additional errors
to our forecast, the key benefit of this approach is that any hard-to-predict
turning points and shocks captured in indicators are used as inputs to our
model. If we were to predict the leading indicators this would not be possible.
3.3. Least Absolute Shrinkage and Selection Operator
LASSO regression performs simultaneously coefficient shrinkage and vari-
able selection (Tibshirani, 1996). First, all predictors’ values xip are stan-
dardised with zero mean and unit variance. This standardisation ensures
that the LASSO does not depend on the units of the predictors (Hastie
et al., 2015). The target values yi are also centred around zero, therefore the
intercept β0 can be omitted in the optimisation procedure. The intercept β0















where the estimated βp of each predictor on the standardised scale remain
the same on the original scale. When formulating the model on the original
scale, this results in the following linear regression
y = β0 +
P∑
p=1
βpxp + , (3)
where, y is the vector of sales values, xp is the vector of original values of one
indicator, and  are independent and identically distributed normal errors
with mean 0 and unknown variance σ2. Model parameters are optimised














This minimises the residual sum of squares over the training sample n, as
ordinary linear regression does, but also penalises it with the sum of the
absolute values of the coefficient of potential variables. The second term
encourages sparser solutions, as it can result in setting some of the coefficients
to zero, when the parameter λ is sufficiently large. This way, LASSO can
perform variable selection, potentially retaining only a subset of the variables.
The selection of the shrinkage factor λ is critical and is typically determined
by using cross-validation.
Tibshirani (1996) argues that a small amount of large effects are better
chosen via judgemental selection, but that LASSO performs better when the
amount of variables increases, making it ideal for our case. LASSO results
in a simple and interpretable model, only containing a subset of the original
pool of variables.
Conventional LASSO is computationally intensive, making it difficult to
implement on big datasets (Tibshirani, 2011). To overcome this difficulty,
Friedman et al. (2010a) developed a more efficient approach for solving gener-
alised linear models with convex penalties such as LASSO. This uses cyclical
coordinate descent along the regularisation path, effectively reducing the re-
quired computational time. Convergence of each model is obtained faster by
fitting a sequence of models with different λ, referred to as a ’warm start’.
The reader is referred to Friedman et al. (2010a) for the details of the algo-
rithm.
Since multiple lagged realisations of the input variables are used, multi-
collinearity may become a modelling issue. When two variables are highly
correlated, LASSO will pick one and remove the other, due to shrinkage.




Sales data of a multinational company will be used for this analysis. The
company is a major supplier of raw material to the global tire industry. The
data represents two types of products, supporting passenger cars and trucks.
Hereafter, the series are named according to their end market use. Figure 3
shows the series representing the overall sales for the US and the EU with
end markets in passenger and truck tires. These series are used in the tactical
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sales forecasting for the respective segments. The values on the y-axis are
not provided for reasons of confidentiality.
EU − Passenger Tires
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
EU − Truck Tires
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
US − Passenger Tires
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
US − Truck Tires
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
Figure 3: Company sales series and their end markets
In this figure, the effects of the economic crisis in December 2007 to June
2009 are clearly visible in the drop of sales by the end of 2008. Using statis-
tical testing we find that the series exhibit no significant trend, but are sea-
sonal. Note that this testing was done purely for exploration and is not part
of the modelling methodology outlined above. As discussed in section 3.1.1,
the seasonality information is included in the modelling framework through
seasonal dummies, which can be retained or not by LASSO in the variable
selection step.
When economic activity increases, more goods are transported by road,
and this results in a need for more truck tires. Since the tires are only
replaced after they are worn out, the increase in tire replacements will occur
some time after the increase in economic activity. The leading effect of the
economy, and therefore the leading effect of macroeconomic indicators should
have the potential to improve tactical sales forecasts. A similar argument can
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be made about passenger tire sales. The variables in our pool of indicators
cover a broad spectrum of macroeconomic indicators on a monthly basis.
They cover Consumer Price Indexes, labour and earnings measures, financial
activities, trade, transportation, manufacturing, retail trade, housing, health
care and mining. The macroeconomic indicators originate from the publicly
available indicators of the Federal Reserve Economic Data (FRED). Only
indicators available on a monthly frequency are considered and incomplete
indicators that are no longer updated, or that were only recently introduced,
are not considered. This results in a complete set of 67,851 indicators. To
provide some insight in the type of macroeconomic indicators considered, a
sample of indicators is shown in table A.1, clustered in 8 groups.
After interviewing the company’s supply chain manager the full list was
reduced to 1,082 relevant indicators, resulting in a second set of judgemen-
tally pre-filtered leading indicators. The discussion in the interview was
based on the latest quarterly industry reports of external parties to identify
factors that could impact the sales on a tactical level. In the selection, we
asked to explicitly state the assumptions why this factor would be important
for the company sales. From this, we got a list of keywords which seemed
reasonable to the supply chain manager. We selected all the indicators that
were related to these keywords in the database. We evaluate the performance
of both the judgemental set and the full set, so as to assess the value of the
judgement for pre-filtering leading indicators. This follows the suggestion by
Lu et al. (2012) that expert opinion can improve the indicator selection. Note
that it was not possible for experts in the company to identify a small set
of indicators, so as to construct a fully judgementally specified benchmark
regression.
4.2. Experimental setup
The in-sample period of all time series covers January 2007 to June 2012,
and gradually increases as we perform a rolling origin forecast evaluation, as
shown in figure 4. The forecasts for h = 1 to h = 12 are generated from
each new forecast origin. This is done as follows: first, a 12 months forecast
is generated starting from July 2012, then the in-sample increases by one
month and another 12 months forecast is produced, starting from August
2012. The process is repeated until the complete sample is exhausted. The
rolling origin evaluation scheme permits us to collect multiple forecast errors,
increasing the reliability of our comparisons and the robustness of the results
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to specific forecast origins and test periods. The overall forecast accuracy
across forecast origins is summarised for each horizon separately.
Training set Test set
Training set Test set







Figure 4: Rolling origin setup, where the initial training set is gradually increased by one
period until all the available sample is used.
To measure the accuracy of the forecasts, we report the Mean Absolute
Percentage Error (MAPE), which is widely used in practice as it has an









where Yt+h is the actual sales and Yˆt+h is the forecast for time period t +
h. The absolute percentage error for each horizon h is aggregated across
forecasts from n origins to form the MAPE. Note that we considered various
alternative error metrics that provided the same insights and therefore are
not reported for brevity.
4.3. LASSO setup
The regularisation parameter λ in Eq. (4) is identified via a 10-fold cross-
validation on the in-sample data. To mitigate any potential overfitting due
to limited training sample, we select the λ value one standard deviation
of the cross-validation errors away from the minimum mean squared cross-
validation error (Hastie et al., 2015).
Four variants of LASSO are evaluated. First, the judgementally reduced
set of indicators is included in the model to be selected via LASSO. Pre-
filtering of the variables simplifies the modelling exercise. These forecasts are
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named ‘LASSO (set)’ hereafter. Second, we make autoregressive information
available to the LASSO. In contrast to the leading indicators, autoregressive
information represents univariate information with no additional external
data cost. Therefore we evaluate whether the inclusion of leading indica-
tors still adds value in the presence of appropriate univariate inputs. These
forecasts are named ‘LASSO AR (set)’. Third, we use the full set of 67,851
indicators. This is done to evaluate the benefit of judgementally pre-filtering
the indicators and assessing the possibility of fully automating the process
in the context of tactical forecasting of our case study. These forecasts are
named ‘LASSO (all)’. Finally, in the last variant of LASSO, conditional fore-
casts are produced, where the future values of indicators are assumed to be
known. This final variant is named ‘Oracle LASSO (set)’. This last setup
provides insight into how much forecast accuracy we lose by not knowing the
future values of the exogenous indicators, as discussed in section 3.2. The
input variables of the four LASSO variants are lagged appropriately further
increasing the dimensionality.
The maximum lag was chosen to be equal to 12, allowing for leading
associations up to a year ahead. The lead effect of these indicators on the
sales series is not known in advance, so all 12 different lags of the indicators
are included in the LASSO model, resulting in a full set of variables (including
all possible lags) of 814,212 variables. Since the forecasts are unconditional,
we need to restrict the number of available lags for longer forecast horizons.
For example, to forecast for h = 12 only indicators with lag order 12 are
used as inputs. As table 2 illustrates, forecasting longer horizons drastically
limits the number of inputs.
Table 2: Number of inputs for horizons 1, 5 and 12.
Forecast horizon 1 5 12
Lags 1-12 5-12 12
Number of variables 814,212 542,808 67,851
For every forecast origin in the experiment, the four models outlined above
are refitted for each forecast horizon. The LASSO models are implemented
using the ‘glmnet’ package for R (Friedman et al., 2010b).
4.4. Benchmark Models
We benchmark the LASSO models with six univariate models and two
conventional regression models that also incorporate leading indicators. The
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six extrapolative models considered in this study are Naive, Seasonal Naive,
Holt-Winters, Exponential Smoothing family of models (ETS), Auto-Regressive
Integrated Moving Average model (ARIMA) and ARIMA without the mov-
ing average part (ARI).
The Naive requires no parameter tuning and as such is very simple to
implement and use. Any complex forecasting methods should perform bet-
ter than the Naive to warrant their use. To account for any seasonality, the
Seasonal Naive model is also included as a benchmark. ETS has shown good
performance in several studies (Hyndman et al., 2002, Gardner, 2006) and
is included as a benchmark. ETS is capable of modelling a wide variety of
time series, including level, trend or seasonal components that interact in
an additive or multiplicative way. This has made it one of the most widely
used business forecasting methods in practice. To choose the appropriate
exponential smoothing model form (type of error, trend and seasonality) we
use AICc. The case company is currently using the Holt-Winters exponen-
tial smoothing method to produce the forecasts and therefore we use it as
a separate benchmark to evaluate any gains over current practice. ARIMA
permits for different model structures to ETS and therefore is used as an
additional benchmark. To implement it we use the ARIMA model identi-
fication methodology by Hyndman and Khandakar (2008). To fairly assess
the usefulness of including purely autoregressive information, which can be
readily incorporated in the LASSO models, we build the ARI benchmark
forecasts for which the moving average order is restricted to zero. The uni-
variate benchmark models are implemented using the ‘forecast’ package in R
(Hyndman, 2017).
These well-known benchmarks rely only on univariate information. Two
more benchmarks that incorporate external information are added. The fore-
casts are formulated using a linear regression model, as in Eq. (1), including
a constant, eleven seasonal dummies and leading indicator variables. Based
on the judgementally selected subset of indicators, the highest correlated
indicator is used for the first model: ’Lin Reg’. The second model, ’Step
Reg’, uses forward stepwise regression to select from a pool of the 20 high-
est correlated variables of the judgemental subset of indicators. We are not
using the complete set of indicators in ’Step Reg’ because of the computa-
tional cost of the required calculations that make the selection practically
impossible. Furthermore, we produce conditional forecasts for the regression
benchmarks, which are distinguished with the prefix ‘Oracle’.
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5. Results
The forecast accuracy results are provided in table 3. For each method,
the MAPE from 1 to 12 steps ahead is provided, followed by the overall accu-
racy in the last column. The values in boldface highlight the best performing
model for each forecast horizon. Overall, the ‘LASSO (set)’ model performs
best.
In table 3 we highlight with letters (a-e) different interesting points that
are discussed. (a) First, the company benchmark Holt-Winters can already
be improved by implementing the full ETS, resulting in a 17.7% reduction in
overall error. Although Holt-Winters is performing best on short horizons,
ETS outperforms all the univariate models from forecast horizon h = 4 up
to h = 12.
Considering forecasts that use leading indicator information (b) both lin-
ear regression benchmarks perform poorly. In particular for ‘Step Reg’ this is
attributed to two issues. First, multicollinearity among the different included
leading indicators causes a weaker performance. Second, the greedy search
strategy of ’Step Reg’ explores only a limited subset of variables and may
eventually ignore useful variables, or remove them (Hastie et al., 2011). Fur-
ther tests with Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC) for the ’Step Reg’ have
been performed. Although the results exhibit improved performance, this
does not change the conclusion of table 3. Hence, these results are omitted
for brevity. (c) Comparing ‘LASSO (all)’ and ‘LASSO (set)’ we find that the
expert selection improves the overall forecast accuracy. For different horizons,
the judgemental selection helps LASSO to retain more relevant variables. Al-
though the performance of ‘LASSO (all)’ is worse than ‘LASSO (set)’, our
results suggest that it is a viable alternative when judgementally pre-filtering
indicators is not possible, with ‘LASSO (all)’ performing substantially better
than the regression benchmarks. The difference in accuracy can help gauge
the trade-off between performing a judgemental selection or accepting the
lower accuracy in terms of cost. (d) When additional univariate information
from the auto-regressive process is included into the ‘LASSO (set)’ model,
the MAPE improves on short term, but not for longer horizons, where any
autoregressive inputs are based on shorter-horizon forecasted values. This
observation reflects the limited benefits of autoregressive information that
were observed for the benchmark methods, in particular given the volatile
market that the case time series describe.













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































LASSO model, we can deduce the potential of this univariate information by
comparing ‘ARIMA’ and ‘ARI’ in (e), where the former improves accuracy
over the latter by 10.3%.
The findings in table 3 hold when Mean Absolute Scaled Error (MASE)
or Geometric Mean Relative Absolute Error (GMRAE) were used.

























Figure 5: Forecast accuracy over the different forecast horizons.
To compare the results over different horizons, figure 5 displays the MAPE
for each forecast horizon of four benchmark models and the ‘LASSO (set)’
model. Naturally long term forecasts are on average associated with higher
errors.
Comparing the different benchmark models, we see that ETS in general
outperforms all other univariate benchmarks methods consistently. We note
an unexpected good performance of ETS and LASSO (set) for horizons h = 7
and h = 8. This is due to one time series, who exhibits a particular good
forecast accuracy for h = 7 over 7 rolling origins. To a lesser extent this is
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also true for h = 8. On short to mid-term, we can note a substantial dif-
ference between LASSO and the benchmarks. On longer forecast horizons,
we see that ETS gains over LASSO. For these longer forecast horizons only
higher orders of indicator lags are included in the model, due to the uncon-
ditional forecasting setup (see figure 2), as indicated in table 2, which do not
exhibit as strong predictive information compared to shorter leads. In other
words, it is easier to find a quarterly leading macroeconomic indicator than
an indicator that is leading one year ahead. This is indicative of the prac-
tical limitations of causal models with exogenous information for long term
forecasting. However, it is important to note that a major difference between
‘LASSO (set)’ and the various benchmarks is that the former provides insight
on which indicators are important and how they affect the sales.
In addition to (d) in table 3, we provide a sensitivity analysis for the
choice of information criterion for the AR pre-filtering in table 4. We compare
AICc, AIC and BIC. We find BIC to be best overall, followed by AIC and
AICc that exhibit identical performance, but none is consistently best for all
forecast horizons. For short term forecasting AIC and AICc perform better.
On the other hand, BIC provides better results on longer term forecasts.
BIC penalises additional parameters more strongly, as a result it includes
less terms. Nonetheless, we find that LASSO (set) is still superior to either
LASSO AR (set) BIC or LASSO AR (set) AICc.
All models that use exogenous information, depend highly on the quality
of this information and obviously on the availability of the exogenous inputs
for the future periods. To quantify this we provide the accuracy performance
when we assume that the future values of the indicators are known, i.e. for the
‘Oracle’ forecasts. Table 5 provides the conditional forecasting results. Note
that the ‘Oracle’ models can potentially use short order lags for the input
variables even for long forecast horizons, in contrast to the unconditional
forecasts, as discussed above.
The ‘Oracle LASSO (set)’ results show that the overall forecast perfor-
mance could improve by 8.6% compared to ‘LASSO (set)’ if the values of the
indicators in the future were known. The MAPE of the conditional model is
lower on each horizon. This indicates that shorter-term leading information
is relevant, which is not possible to retain in longer term unconditional fore-
casts. Observe that although the results indicate that if reliably predicted
indicators were available these can increase the forecasting performance, the
loss of accuracy in our unconditional forecasting setup is smaller than the








































































































































































































































































































































































































































In contrast to the results in table 3, ‘Oracle Step Reg’ improves upon the
regression that includes only one indicator ‘Oracle Lin Reg’. The conditional
stepwise regression can benefit from better input information, while ‘Oracle
Lin Reg’ suffers from overfitting, performing worse than ‘Lin Reg’.
Next, we turn our attention to the inputs that are used by LASSO. It
selects on average 15 variables for the first horizon h = 1, but only 10 for
h = 12. From these selected variables, as we build different models for each
forecast horizon, several lagged indicators are retained throughout. From
the 12,984 initial variables consider by ‘LASSO (set)’, it ends up selecting a
much smaller pool of 88 variables on average, for each time series across all
horizons and origins. In this pool, on average 61 indicators are unique and
the remaining are reused.
For the different time series, one to seven lagged indicators are selected
by the LASSO all the time across origins and horizons. This set of variables
naturally decreases across longer horizons, as our forecasts are unconditional.
This indicates that these indicators contain important information, as they
are picked consistently. These indicators have stronger link with the sales
series and represent different types of information, such as employment in
automobile dealers, national passenger car registrations and Consumer Prices
Index for solid fuel prices.
One of the common type of indicators that appears for several time series,
over different horizons and rolling origins is the ’Passenger Car Registrations’.
These indicators are available on a country level, so one or multiple of these
indicators appear in the model. The leading effect of this type of indicator
varies between 1 and 4 months. The selection fits to our initial hypothesis
about potential drives of demand for the case company.
As the horizon increases, we use only longer lags of the indicators. We
are interested whether as the horizon increases, if the order of the indicators
increases as well or instead different indicators are used. We see that 47
lagged indicators from the pool of 88 variables are selected more than once
on different horizons. Seventeen indicators in this pool are selected with
different lags over multiple horizons. LASSO selects multiple times the same
indicators, but increases the lag of the indicator as the horizon increases.
As an individual LASSO model is formulated for each separate horizon, 11
of these 17 indicators have simultaneously multiple lags in several of the
individual LASSO models.
Based on these findings we argue that LASSO under the proposed frame-
work was able to identify and select important leading indicators, with the
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resulting improvements in forecasting accuracy over current practice and
benchmarks.
6. Conclusion
In this paper, we propose a framework to improve tactical sales forecasting
using macroeconomic leading indicators. Tactical sales forecasts span typi-
cally up to 12 months ahead. In this time scale the changing characteristics
of the economy can impact sales significantly. We construct forecasts un-
der the hypothesis that exogenous macroeconomic information can improve
accuracy and provide insight in the relevant market dynamics.
The contributions of our work can be summarised as follows: (i) we
demonstrate the usefulness of macroeconomic leading indicators for tactical
sales forecasting; (ii) propose a fully automatic methodology that is able to
select appropriate indicators and their lead order from massive set; and (iii)
demonstrate the benefits of incorporating expert knowledge for pre-filtering
relevant indicators. We also conduct a comparison of unconditional (ex ante)
forecasts against conditional (ex post) ones, quantifying the performance loss
of regression models in practical settings that the future values of regressors
are typically unknown.
Our findings indicate that (i) the proposed methodology can improve
accuracy over standard practice and established statistical benchmarks, while
(ii) providing market insights to managers of relevant leading indicators and
their effect on sales. We also find that (iii) managerial judgement is useful
in pre-filtering group of potentially useful indicators and quantify the gains,
providing insight into the potential accuracy trade-off between using a fully
statistical approach or experts; each alternative implying a different cost for
a company.
For the case study company we find accuracy improvements over current
practice by 18.8%. In interviews with the global supply chain manager the
expectation is that this increase in accuracy results in substantial reductions
of Work-In-Process and Work-In-Capital. The global supply chain manager
of this company argued that this difference is sufficient to physically relo-
cate constructed machine resources to different production plants to take
advantage of the increased forecast accuracy.
Furthermore, given the provided insights on key indicators and their ef-
fects, the company can be more agile to potential opportunities and threats
coming from the economic environment. The model allows management to
26
simulate what-if scenarios of substantial changes in the macroeconomic con-
ditions, for instance stemming from wider economic events or political deci-
sions. Since the important leading indicators are known, as well as their lead
order, wider effects can be accounted to these and in turn to the company
sales.
In this analysis we considered only monthly macroeconomic indicators.
Several important macroeconomic indicators are available on different fre-
quencies, such as on a quarterly or yearly basis. Inclusion of different fre-
quency variables can potentially augment the available information in the
model, as well as allow us to use a wider set of inputs beyond macroeco-
nomic indicators, such as information on prices, promotional activities or
competitive actions. In our case this latter information was not available. A
further modelling aspect that was not investigated is the inclusion of poten-
tial non-linear effects from the various indicators. As no prior knowledge is
given of existing non-linear relationships between the sales and the set of in-
dicators, and the volume of indicators to explore is massive, this increases the
complexity of the problem. How to best achieve these in a tactical forecasting
setting is an interesting open research question.
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